The cellular oncogenes c-myc, c-myb and c-erb are transcribed in defined types of avian hematopoietic cells.
The possible role of normal chicken cellular sequences c-erb, c-myb and c-myc, together referred to as c-onc genes and related to the oncogenes of defective avian acute leukemia retroviruses (DLVs), was investigated by determining the accumulation of c-onc RNA in different avian cells an cell lines. Levels of c-myc and in some instances c-myb RNA are elevated in immature hematopoietic cells or cell lines from various lineages but more mature hematopoietic cells, as well as non-hematopoietic cells, contain only low levels. In contrast, the level of c-erb RNA is generally low, but high in a small number of normal bone marrow cells. The results indicate that the cellular homologues of the viral oncogenes are differentially expressed during hematopoiesis. They also indicate that the hypothesis that DLV target cells express their homologous c-onc genes might hold for c-erb, but is not valid in its simple form for c-myc and c-myb.